BLUE-FACED   VENUS
nor pity, and in their faces I saw no compassion, but only
curiosity, and even something like contempt. Women said some-
thing to each other and smiled and chatted. A man near me made
a jest and others laughed. What had he said?, I wondered.
Perhaps that the woman was lucky to be dead, such jests come
easily to the lips of men in crowds. Then came a man selling
newspapers and he looked casually over the railings and said
something facetious and others laughed, but one man turned
angrily on him and objected loudly, and there was a noisy alterca-
tion with the two of them swearing at each other, and then he
went away and everybody turned to look again at the woman in
green, who went on bobbing about.
For fifteen minutes, for half an hour we watched, and from
time to time the people craned over the railings to look upstream
at the bridge and I guessed they were looking for the mortuary
car. This was nothing new to them; they knew the direction
whence it must come. Presently there was a stir and a pointing
of fingers and a nodding of heads and I saw a black closed car
come across the bridge, disappear, and then reappear beneath
us, driving along the quayside wall.
Now the policeman, with his white gloves, bestirred himself
and started moving the crowd, so that it split into two parts,
drifted off right and left, and reassembled fifty yards away on
either flank, and into the space thus cleared the mortuary car
drove up and two men got out. They wore overalls and the
inevitable shako of State employment. One was young and
talkative; the other old, with a bloated red face and the manner
of a man whom nothing can disturb or hurry.
They gave a professional look at the woman at the foot of the
steps, the kind of look a prizefighter runs over his opponent
or a farmer over the cow he thinks to buy. In that cursory glance
they sized her up, how long she had been in the water, how heavy
she would be, and all the rest that they needed to know. Then
they turned their backs on her and lit cigarettes and chatted to
the policeman and the driver, and the woman in the water seemed
to go on lamenting and the crowd watched.
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